Readers of Carol Bakhos' book, The Family of Abraham: Jewish, Christian, and Muslim Interpretations, may feel at times as if they are in a chamber of mirrors. The "family" in the title refers at first instance to the actual family of the biblical Abraham--Terah, Sarah, Hagar, Isaac and Ishmael-and to the parallel characters in Islamic traditions. These figures are the focus of the book. In parallel, it refers to the religions sometimes known as "Abrahamic"-Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. As Bakhos shows, these two types of "families" were in constant interaction. The mythical figures were shaped by centuries of interpretation by members of the three religions, and, in turn, the three religions and the relationships between them were conceptualized and imagined by reference to the figures. There was, therefore, a continuing reshaping of the role of Abraham and his family in each of the religions, and, moreover, of their roles as figures marking the ambiguous borders between the religions.
features in the Quran, the rest of the family rarely does, and they become significant only in subsequent Islamic literature. Therefore, the story of Abraham's family is necessarily much more central to Jewish and Christian than to Islamic identity, and this could not but have a decisive influence on the history of interpretation.
The author shows that the historical arc of interpretation tended toward increasing demarcation and isolation of each of the religious traditions from the others. If at first there is room for all of the members of the family to be viewed as complex human beings with varying wishes and emotions, historical confrontations between the three religions led to a flattening of the characters amid attempts to claim them for each group. This trend was much stronger and earlier in Judaism and Christianity, however, than in Islam. Muslims were apparently less invested in the biblical narrative and less interested in laying absolute claims to its heroes.
Throughout the book, Bakhos underlines the problematic and simplistic nature of the term "Abrahamic," which she attributes mostly to naïve partners to inter-religious dialogue hoping to find easy common ground between Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. Since Abraham and his family were historically contested between the religions rather than providing space for agreement, Bakhos argues that using "Abrahamic" uncritically, as well as invoking the fraternal relations between the sons of Abraham, will not lead to greater understanding or to better relations between the adherents of the modern religions. Nevertheless, she claims that comparative analysis of the textual traditions of these religions, whether conducted under such terms such as "Abrahamic" or other terms, is essential for their understanding.
As Bakhos recognizes, Abraham and his family are not the most important figures in these three religions; Jesus, Muhammad, and Moses receive that honor. Abraham's significance is that he is conceived as the forerunner, precursor, or forefather of the religious communities. As such he is apriori not-quite-there yet, a potential and not actual Christian, Muslim, or Jew. This may be the reason that Abraham has the potential to be an inclusive symbol, signaling a moment when the borders were still porous, or at least somewhat so. Though this image was chipped away at during centuries of interpretation, the traditions could return to it when a more open stance towards the other religions was desirable.
The author opposes invoking Isaac and Ishmael as siblings in order to encode a natural closeness between Arabs and Jews, and is also opposed to a similar reading of the relationship between Sarah and Hagar. Such political readings are dangerous, she argues, as they rely on the traditional identification of Arabs with Ishmael and Jews with Isaac, and thus come with the baggage of the superiority of the latter over the former in Jewish and Christian literature. As an alternative, Bakhos prefers a psychological-emotional reading which acknowledges feelings of jealousy and fear (especially Sarah's) as a driving force behind these stories. Such a psychological reading turns the story into a universal human narrative, which is probably easier for most practitioners of interreligious dialogue in the West to relate to than a starkly political reading. Bakhos demonstrates that it may
